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Abstract 
Our study aims to identify the relation between stress-related growth, self-esteem and perceived self-efficacy among professional 
rescuers. Stress-related growth shows the individual’s potential to develop positive outcomes from stressful events. As 
professional rescuers are often exposed to highly stressful events we are interested in identifying those factors, which can favor 
or predict a higher growth potential. Our data show that professional experience, self-esteem and perceived self-efficacy strongly 
and positively correlate with stress-related growth. There are also other individual and environmental factors, which must be 
taken into consideration. 
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1. Introduction 
Most studies referring to stress in the personal and professional life focus on the negative outcomes and look to 
identify the factors that mitigate the stress – distress relationship.  Although Caplan (Park, Cohen & Murch, 1996) 
stated long ago that growth potential should be seen as fundamental in the development after negative events, only 
recently researchers tried to identify the positive outcomes of negative life events. Stressful events generate not only 
negative outcomes but also positive ones. The process, which leads to positive outcomes starting from stressful 
events, is called stress-related growth. 
Professional rescuers, due to the intrinsic characteristics of their activities are often exposed to highly stressful 
events. The type of exposure and its intensity can lead to symptomatic distress (Weiss, Mamar, Metzler, Thomas & 
Ronfeld, 1995).   
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1.1. Stress-related growth 
Stress-related growth is not an inevitable outcome when one deals with stressful events. However, in stressful 
events, negative experiences co-occur with positive ones, thus leading to personal growth. Several researches (Park 
et al., 1996) show that negative events such as cancer, heart attack, divorce, death of a significant other, can lead to 
positive outcomes like improved self-concept, self-awareness, coping and social skills. 
 
Schaefer and Moos (1992) outline three major types of stress-related positive outcomes: a) enhanced social 
resources (improvement in the relationship with friends, extension of one’s social network, etc.); b) enhanced 
personal resources (improvement in the self-concept) and c) new or improved coping skills (better problem solving 
abilities, focus on active coping strategies, etc.). These improvements often are interrelated, as enhanced personal 
resources can lead to a decrease in social discomfort and consecutively a greater openness to social interaction, thus 
widening ones social network and triggering improvement in coping skills.  
 
Factors such as: intrinsic religiousness, social support satisfaction, stressfulness of the negative events, positive 
reinterpretation and acceptance coping strategies, number of recent positive life events, were shown to be significant 
predictors of stress-related growth. Other individual factors associated to stress-related growth include: dispositional 
optimism, positive and negative affectivity, individual social network and social support (Park et al., 1996), self-
esteem, mastery and self-leadership. There are also environmental factors associated to stress-related growth such 
as: event type, stressfulness, time since event occurrence (Dolbier, Smith-Jaggars & Steinhard, 2009). 
 
Present findings suggest that a very stressful event can produce personal growth only if it is coupled with several 
positive events (Park et al., 1996). The negative and positive events might co-occur or at least occur successively in 
a certain time interval. Also, growth does not necessarily depend on abatement of distress or the resolution of the 
crisis. The fact that SRGS scores related to negative and positive events does tend to correlate shows that this 
variable – growth from negative events – does seem to discriminate between individuals rather then events. This 
finding is consistent with what McCrae called drawing strength from adversity, a personality variable which tends to 
be stable over a seven year period. 
1.2. Self-esteem 
According to William James (Peterson, 1997), self-esteem reflects an overall assessment of the self at an 
emotional and affective level, thus not necessarily rational, but related to personal satisfaction or disappointment. In 
other words, self-esteem is a constant emotional and affective appraisal of one’s own value and acceptance. Rogers 
(Peterson, 1997) argues that global self-esteem is the degree to which the individual unconditionally accepts himself 
thus valuing or devaluing himself. Other authors (Bãban, 1998; Maier, 2011) argue that self-esteem is a component 
of self-related cognitive schema, but does not derive from a rational processing. Self-esteem is an attitude that 
describes the degree to which the person has a tendency towards positive self-assessment and rejection of negative 
attributes. Thus, the assessment of the self does not take into account objective criteria, but the individual’s own 
expectations, goals, desires and ideals; the individual being at the same time subject and object of his reflection. 
 
Recent studies discriminate between self-esteem as state and as trait (Brown & Marshall, 2001). Self-esteem as 
trait reflects the stable beliefs of one’s own value and self-esteem as state reflects situational value judgments, but 
both are conditioned by individual factors and social ones, derived from personal interactions with other and with 
the social situations (Tesser & Schwartz, 2003). As a personality variable, self-esteem represents a continuum from 
low self-esteem to high self-esteem and highly correlates with extraversion, perceived self-efficacy and self-
presentation (Krämer & Winter, 2008). 
1.3. Perceived self-efficacy 
Perceived self-efficacy was introduced and theorized for the first time by Albert Bandura, in his social learning 
and behavior modeling theory (Peterson, 1997). Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief reflecting the ability to 
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perform a certain behavior at a certain level of performance. Bandura believes that this construct is the mechanism 
that triggers immediate behavior change. Individuals show varying degrees in their belief that they can perform a 
certain task, thus having greater control over their lives. Perceived self-efficacy is a central variable in the 
organisms’ self-regulation mechanism to environmental requirements.  
 
Perceived self-efficacy acts as drivers or barriers at motivational levels (Schwarzer, Bäβler, Kwiatek, Schröder & 
Zhang, 1997). People with high level of perceived self-efficacy choose to engage in challenging tasks, setting higher 
standards for themselves and being more persistent in their pursuit. Their actions are pre-modeled at cognitive and 
emotional level and they are more focused on positive affects. Once engaged in an activity, individuals with high-
perceived self-efficacy tend to invest more effort and persistence in achieving their goals, compared to individuals 
with low perceived self-efficacy. In case of failure, individuals with high self-efficacy rebalance faster. They don’t 
stay focused on negative emotions, but upon the task, thus acting faster and more adequate.  
 
According to Schwarzer et al. (1997), perceived self-efficacy enables individuals to select scenarios, which 
stimulate environment exploration and production of new environments. If self-esteem reflects the emotional and 
affective side of the self-concept – how does one feel about him, perceived self-efficacy rather reflects the 
operational and performantial side – what one knows he can do?    
2. Participants and method 
The study was conducted on a group of 180 male individuals, all professional rescuers, aged between 25 and 49 
(M = 34.28, SD = 4.67). Their professional experience ranges from 6 to 20 years (M = 8.87, SD = 3.00). 
 
To measure the investigated variables all participants were asked to fill in a set of three scales: Stress-Related 
Growth Scale – short version (SRGS-sv), Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (SES) and Perceived Self-Efficacy Scale 
(PSES). For all scales Romanian versions were used.  
 
The SRGS-sv, developed by Park, Cohen and Murch (1996), contains 15 items rated on a three point scale: 0 – 
not at all, 1 – somewhat and 2 – a great deal. Scores rage from 0 to 30. The SES, developed by Rosenberg, consists 
of 10 items rated on a four point scale: 1 – total disagreement, 2 – partial disagreement, 3 – partial agreement, 4 – 
total agreement. Scores range from 10 to 40. The PSES consists of 10 items rated on a four point scale: 1 – never, 2 
– sometimes, 3 – often, 4 – always. Scores range from 10 to 40.  
3. Results 
On SRGS-sv, the average score was 25.87 (standard deviation = 2.64). The minimum score was 19 while the 
maximum score was 30. As a hole, the professional rescuers show a high level of stress-related growth. The authors 
of the SRGS propose a cut-off score of 28, reflecting a significant stress-related growth. From the 180 subjects, 23 
individuals show scores ranging between 28 and 30. Cronbach’s alpha for the sample was .85. 
 
On SES, the average score was 29.56 (standard deviation = 3.62). The minimum score was 23 and the maximum 
score, 38. Scores range from average self-esteem (52% of respondents) to high self-esteem (48% of respondents). 
No professional rescuer showed a low self-esteem (scores under 21). Cronbach’s alpha for the sample was .78. 
 
On PSES, the average score was 30.92 (standard deviation = 4.28). Scores ranged from 22 to 40. No professional 
rescuer showed low self-efficacy. The professional rescuers who took part in our study show moderate or high levels 
of perceived self-efficacy.  Cronbach’s alpha for the sample was .91. 
 
SRGS scores correlate with age (r = .197, p = .008, r2 = .039) and professional experience as rescuer (r = .218, p 
= .003; r2 = .047). SES and PSES scores showed positive correlations with age and professional experience, but p 
values were higher than .05.   
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SRGS scores significantly correlate with SES scores (r = .237, p = .001, r2 = .056) and also with PSES scores (r = 
.281, p < .001; r2 = .085). SES and PSES scores correlate positively and significantly, as well (r = .266, p < .001, r2 
= .071). 
4. Discussion 
Results show that age and professional experience correlate significantly with stress-related growth, meaning that 
elder and more experienced rescuers tend to show higher levels of growth. Due to the fact that age and professional 
experience, for our sample, highly correlate (r = .434, p < .001, r2 = .188) we proceeded with partial correlation, 
controlling each of the two variables subsequently. Results show that when age is controlled, professional 
experience correlates significantly with stress-related growth (r = .188, p = .011), while when professional 
experience is controlled, age does not correlate significantly with growth any longer (r = .142, p = .057), meaning 
that only professional experience is significantly associated with growth, age being only a factor which influences 
experience. Greater professional experience means higher exposure to traumatic events in the case of the rescuers 
which may favor either enhanced coping strategies or enhanced abilities to distance from traumatic events, either 
from a cognitive perspective or an emotional one. It would be of great interest for us to measure individuals’ growth 
potential at the beginning of their career as professional rescuers and to compare those levels with measurements 
taken at certain time intervals in order to assess if people with high growth potential are more prone to engage in 
professional rescue activities or, rather, they develop a better growth potential due to intense and frequent exposure 
to stressful events. 
 
Higher stress-related growth levels are associated to higher levels of self-esteem and perceived self-efficacy. 
People who show stress-related growth also show enhanced personal and social skills which can lead to an increase 
in self-esteem, improvements in problem solving skills, more satisfactory interpersonal relationships and focus on 
active coping strategies. On the other hand, people with high self-esteem do not tend to be easily discouraged when 
faced with stressful events, thus being able to focus more on the solving process and less on the emotional 
discomfort, leading to more efficient use of problem solving abilities. However, stress-related growth does not 
necessarily mean solving the stressful event, but a tendency to focus more on interrogations such as “what can I 
do?” or “how can I do it?” rather than “why did it happened?” or “who’s to blame for?” Identifying a certain 
meaning in each stressful event leads to a more rational approach. At interpersonal level, focusing on problem 
solving and active coping can trigger positive behavioral and emotional responses from the others, strengthening 
personal relationship, widening one’s social network. Enhanced social abilities can bring more opportunities to 
collaborate and cooperate with others, thus providing numerous and diverse solutions to problems, which can lead, 
after all, to a higher self-esteem and higher perceived self-efficacy (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006). 
 
Therefore, the influences between stress-related growth, self-esteem and perceived self-efficacy are bilateral and 
strongly interrelated. As theorized by Schaefer and Moos (Park et al., 1996), stress-related growth is a three-
dimensional construct. The personal skills and social skills dimension are underlined in our study through self-
esteem levels and perceived self-efficacy. Though, not all studies found a factorial representation of the stress-
related growth construct. Roesch, Rowley and Vaughn (2004) replicated the three-dimensional theoretical model 
proposed by Schaefer and Moos, but did not replicate the seven factor model of Armeli, Gunthert and Cohen. On the 
other hand, Park et al. (1996), in three validating studies of SRGS, considered that the three dimensions proposed by 
Schaefer and Moos were not at all that clear, arguing that SRGS is more appropriate as a one-dimensional construct.  
 
Professional experience, self-esteem and perceived self-efficacy cover less than 20% of SRGS variance meaning 
that there are other factors which also influence stress-related growth, factors such as: occurrence and recency of 
positive life events, extent of individual social network, social support, active coping styles, recency of negative 
events, other personality and environment variables.  
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